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INTRODUCTION
Regions and cities play an increasing role in European territorial planning strategies. In this context, the enhancement of polycentrism in terms of regional and urban planning strategies has become a key priority on EU's agenda (ALLAIN, BAUDELLE, GUY, 2003) . The
European Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP) depicts polycentrism as a way to ensure both improved territorial planning and a more balanced development of the European space.
As time went polycentrism has been increasingly credited with new virtues. What was at first a planning principle became at Lisbon's Summit in 2000 a major tool to increase economic competitivity and the development of the 'knowledge economy'. At the European
Gothenburg's Council in June 2001, where the emphasis have slightly been shifted toward environmental issues, polycentrism was presented as a key contribution to sustainable development strategies.
This enlargement of the qualities attributed to polycentric spatial planning policies to wideranging aspects of the collective well-fare of European citizens has been paralleled with the development of a new narrative insisting on multi-scalar approaches. The ESDP depicts polycentrism as a two-scales process/policy. First, at the European level, polycentrism is seen as a tool to stimulate new or emergent growth poles located outside the so-called 'Pentagon' -Europe's economic core stretching from London to Milan, and from Paris to German citiesand thus to transform the stigmatised EU centre-periphery spatial structure into a more balanced 'bunch of grapes'. Meantime, at the regional level, polycentrism is presented as the panacea for a balanced spatial development: polycentric urban regions (PURs) made of several nearby and interacting cities are supposed to be more suitable a spatial structure since i) they limit the supposedly socially and environmentally unsustainable concentrations, typical of large monocentric urban regions and ii) they form a constellation of medium-sized cities able -if working hands in hands to achieve the highest standards in the international competition (FALUDI, 2004) .
Based on a critical study of the concept of polycentrism promoted by EU documents and related scientific studies, and focusing only on the national (and not the intra-metropolitan) level, this paper aims to discuss the conceptualisation and use of the regional and urban level in EU spatial planning policies. We intend:
(i) to highlight how a descriptive approach of the European urban system was progressively replaced by a normative conception which is currently promoted by EU spatial planning authorities;
(ii) to examine possible biases in the measurement of polycentricity developed by EUrelated studies, especially by the ESPON 1.1.1 study (NORDREGIO et al., 2005) , which seems to waver between a purely scientific exercise and a more policy oriented report.
Even if this study does not implicate the EU authorities that are responsible for regional planning and economic development policies, one has the feeling that it is a remarkable example of the impact of normative presuppositions that are largely in line with EU spatial planning principles;
(iii) to show how our personal empirical observations contradict the presupposed benefits of polycentrism at European level;
(iv) to discuss the underlying logics that explain the success of polycentrism as a widely accepted political concept. The methodology of this paper combines analyses based on i) a survey of recent policy and research documents (ESDP and ESPON 1.1.1. especially), ii) two empirical analyses at European level (a statistical analysis of a polycentricity index vs. economic and social indicators and a series of interviews with 'Advanced Producer Services' (APS) professionals in major European city-regions undertaken in the Polynet research programme) and iii) a critical theoretical review of the concepts of polycentricity and polycentrism. From then on, we refer with the term 'polycentricity' to any spatial structure following a polycentric pattern, whereas 'polycentrism' is used to engage with normative/political issues.
FROM THE DESCRIPTION OF EUROPEAN URBAN SYSTEMS TO EU SPATIAL PLANNING STRATEGIES
In the first part of the paper, we would like to quickly review the recent history of European studies dealing with urban systems. We observe a dominant shift from scientific descriptions of European urban patterns (of which polycentricity was but one concept among many others)
to the promotion of polycentrism -a form of ideology based on the concept of polycentricityin EU spatial planning policies.
One of the early theoretical analysis on urban structures was Christaller's (CHRISTALLER, 1933) . It was based upon the empirical observation of a prevalently agro-industrial economy and society typical of south Germany at that time. In the late 50s and 60s, studies on urban patterns and networks multiplied in various countries, as well in West as in East Europe.
Whether it was following a Fordist regulationist perspective or socialist planning objectives, in both parts of Europe large-scale infrastructures were required. The key issue was the provision of services and consumer goods (basic, semi-rare or rare) to all parts of the national GRAVIER, 1947) illustrates the raising awareness of the limits of archaic/agrarian structures still characterizing large parts of the French territory at the end of the Second World War. The implementation of Christaller-like spatial organisations by national planning authorities was first supported through the development of major infrastructures, in order both to improve the quantitative and qualitative provision of services all over the national territory, following the different levels of the urban hierarchy, and to achieve Keynesian-type economic growth.
Spatial planning in the post-war years was thus considered as a contribution to Fordist development, supporting the development of rural and semi-rural areas which hosted new manufacturing plants employing low-skilled workers on assembly lines and benefited from a more general context of full employment, rising wages, and decreasing dependency on coal mining and rail.
In this context, urban networks were understood in terms of hierarchies and reflected a rather pyramidal spatial organisation, from the biggest metropolises to the smallest towns. The paradox is that the success of this 'development' model led to a strong increase both in people's mobility and in the general quality of infrastructures which, in return, changed the locations of functions that use to traditionally be distributed according to the rankings of cities within the urban hierarchy. Nowadays, these functions are shaped by complex multidirectional mobility networks and are located in places that partly escape classical inherited hierarchies (see for instance the redistribution of centralities emerging from new centres such as tourism-related cities, shopping centres outside city-centres, peripheral outlet centres, etc.), even if fundamental hierarchies subsists for the upper-level functions. ... [6] ... [5] ... [7] ... [4] . 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 (JUILLARD, NONN, 1976; NICOLAÏ, VANDERMOTTEN, 1978) . The spatial organisations depicted in these studies reflect differences between various national urban systems, ranging from the most monocentric to the most polycentric ones. They highlight in so to which extent urban systems are the products of long historical processes which have shaped national spaces and can thus be partly explained by inertia and 'permanences' (DAMETTE, SCHEIBLING, 1995; VANDERMOTTEN, 2000; VANDERMOTTEN, ROELANDTS, CORNUT, 2007) . The well-known French and British monocentric national patterns for example (the latter being more functional than morphological, due to specific urbanization processes during the industrial revolution) have developed more or less simultaneously with the precocious formation of the central State in these two countries (and, paradoxically, even before the State consolidation in the French case: the strong primacy of Paris was already observed as early as the 14 th century).
Brunet's works, and the famous 'Blue Banana', can be seen as the first fully pan-European study, rather than a more or less complex addition of national analyses (BRUNET, 1989 ESPON 1.1.1 was crucial in the achievement of these two goals for it was given the priority task to tackle the concept of urban polycentricity/polycentrism (NORDREGIO et al., 2005) by proposing theoretical as well as empirical evidences of its reality in EU geography. One is therefore bound to go through a detailed review of ESPON 1.1.1 report to further understand the issue of polycentrism in Europe. This part of our paper would like to briefly point out some concerns raised by the final report.
The ESPON 1. Yet, this lack of consistency even though harmful in terms of scientific results might not be the major concern raised by the study, especially when one acknowledges the tremendous difficult challenge that a consistent data collection throughout Europe still remains. We would rather discuss here some potential theoretical deficiencies observed in the ESPON 1.1.1 study, and above all, how these deficiencies might highlight some presuppositions implicitly present in EU's spatial planning policies. As explained above, ESPON 1.1.1 study goes from a scientific description of polycentricity to a more normative discourse pleading in favour of polycentrism. For instance, instead of discussing the reasons for the differences between various national situations, the final report stigmatises some urban systems according to normative presuppositions. In Hungary, for example, rather than linking Budapest primatial position to its historical background -the city was the capital of an agrarian kingdom much larger than today's Hungarian territory -, the ESPON 1.1.1 study points out that Budapest is too large in accordance to the rank-size law (ZIPF, 1949) , which is thus supposed by the authors to reflect the best distribution of cities for any national territory, a statement that Zipf himself would probably not have asserted. Quite ironically it is nowhere mentioned that a capital city is too small in countries in which the primateship of the largest city is inferior to what Zipf rank-size law predicts. More fundamentally, the rank-size 'law' concept is diverted Deleted: appear …limited …their …or the …. In others, the …: this is …the case with …of …with …but not -quite rightly indeed -with …new towns of the Deleted: Meanwhile, …is …not question, the more so as …knows …how statistics …the …in …its meaning in of the …political project…swings toward …in favour …analyzing …those different …according to the … expressed…showing …that …has a very due … as the …, much huger than …the current …y…twice …too …as it should be in …supposed to …'right' …on What is more, the bias in favour of polycentrism is so important that …said the …would …be '…'…the …(1949) provides …for…Let's point out that the here
. (ii) an uniform distribution of cities disseminated throughout the national territory is better than urban clusters polarised on certain parts of this territory ;
(iii) accessibility should be identical for small and big FUAs in a polycentric spatial organisation. Thiessen's polygons means that equality of the size of these polygons is an objective per se, notwithstanding the pattern of the population on the territory (or to put it otherwise that the even distribution of the population on the national territory is an objective per se). Source : ESPON 1.1.1 data and own computation.
The surprise arising from our ranking regarding a qualitative knowledge of the European urban pattern is the position of Hungary, which appears a priori to be very monocentric due to the weight of Budapest. This discrepancy is mainly due to the fact (i) that the index is based on population data and not on an appraisal of the level of concentration of the political and economical decision, (ii) that data used by ESPON 1,1,1 improperly separate some suburban "cities" from Budapest and (iii) to the very evenly distribution of the Hungarian cities outside Budapest. (i) share of the main FUA in the total population of the country ;
(iia and iib) weight of the main FUA in the total population of the whole set of FUAs with more than 200,000 and more than 50,000 inhabitants (for further discussion of (i) and ( and their economic efficiency (their GDP). Thus, the index does not intend to reflect (Fig. 2) . Note that this result should not be taken as evidence for the promotion of monocentrism. urban centre has its own small and quite self-contained labour pool: the metropolitan area is relatively fragmented. On the contrary, the morphologically polycentric area of Central Belgium is in fact strongly polarised by Brussels which attracts huge commuting flows (GEMACA, 1996) . Polycentrism is thus here more morphological than functional, and goes with a strong hierarchisation of urban centres.
Yet quite ironically the ESPON 1.1.1 report underlines how, both in scientific analyses and in the definition of public policies, the difference between morphological and functional polycentricity needs to be stressed. Whereas morphological A second definition of functional polycentricity adopts a more dynamic approach of urban and regional systems. Functional polycentricity is no longer grasped through the study of the economic specialisations of cities, but can be understood as a description of the functioning of the urban system. The emphasis is thus shifted here from economic complementarity to exchanges between cities and regions or, statistically speaking, from location quotients to intra-and inter-regional flow matrices. In this latter definition, polycentricity refers to the intensity and the symmetry of relations between the different urban centres considered (exchanges of workers, capital, products, services, ideas, etc. interest to specialize and to cooperate. Such a presupposition refers mainly to mediumor small-sized cities, that are supposed to succeed better within the international competition by developing specialised economic profiles. We argue that at least three situations have to be distinguished:
(i) the case of well-performing small-and medium-cities, which strength lies in their advanced specialisations. These cities (or more precisely their firms or institutions) are often inserted into cooperation networks, but at a European if not worldwide level, thus by-passing proximity-based networks. Small-or medium-sized university cities belong to this category.
(ii) the case of closely located small-and medium-sized cities, in which firms actually operate in clusters (see for instance, the Belgian Courtrai area or the northern Italian Brescia area or the Silicon Valley for variations in this category). In the present case, it is not the specialisation of cities, but their insertion into a very specific chain and 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 We address this question regarding the role cities and regions play in the development of an efficient and sustainable economy, and not from the point of view of the provision of administrative or households-oriented services throughout a territory. The question can be answered in three complementary ways:
(i) does more polycentriciy lead to more economic efficiency?
(ii) does more polycentricity lead to more spatial equity?
(iii) does more polycentricity lead to a more sustainable development? (SASSEN, 1991; VELTZ, 1996; TAYLOR, 2003) , but also ii) from changes in firms' organisations (outsourcing, just-in-time practices, team working, higher skills level requirements) that increase the interest for more central locations (face-to-face requirements are often acknowledged as crucial in interviews with APS professionals). However, economic success is dependent on so many factors that the weak statistical correlation between economic CORNUT, 2007) . However, the statistical correlation is here again weak, even if statistically significant (r = 0.42), and depends on the size of the statistical spatial units that we used to appreciate spatial (un)equity (NUTS 3), which tend to arbitrarily isolate major city-centres from their suburban peripheries. One has also to take into account that European statistics doesn't weight regional GDP values by an internal parity of purchase power correction, which should imply reducing the real GDP in the most central monocentric regions, where real estate and retail prices are higher. Moreover, the weak statistical correlation vanishes when available income per inhabitant is preferred to GDP data. Income per inhabitant is more efficient to grasp effective social equity as it takes into account wealth transfers happening between cities and regions either through public expenditure and social revenues, or via expenses made by commuters and during temporary migrations (secondary residences, family, business, leisure, week-end or longer duration tourism) outside the cities and regions where the product is first created (BEHRENS, 2003a (BEHRENS, , 2003b DAVEZIES, 2005) .
Sustainable development. Even though we still need more detailed examination of this issue, which is not examined in-depth in the literature, it is not a priori clear how the environmental burden is higher in a more concentrated system than in a more scattered one: the densification and the large size of cities favour for instance public transport against the use of individual transport modes and reduce the risks of ecological fragmentation. In conclusion, nothing allows us to significantly confirm that 'a more polycentric urban structure will contribute to a more balanced regional development, to reducing regional disparities, to increasing European competitiveness, to the fuller integration of European regions into global economy, and to sustainable development' (NORDREGIO et al., 2005) (and more, a fortiori, to establish causality relationships). One can even go further by wondering how so many objectives could be combined without raising any contradictions ?
POLYCENTRISM : A CONCEPT FOR EUROPEAN-WIDE COOPERATION ?
If theoretical presuppostions in favour of polycentrism seem hardly justifiable and if empirical observations do not confirm its interest in terms of planning objectives, why is it so widely accepted at EU level ?
One of the main initial concerns of EU regional development and spatial planning policies (even if the latter does not fall in the formal Community competence) has been territorial cohesion. It was therefore tempting, in order to achieve this purpose, to imagine that the development of transports, and above all ICTs would result in 'the end of the space', as implicitly suggested by Castells (CASTELLS, 1989) , just like the disappearance of the Soviet system was considered by some as the 'end of history ' (FUKUYAMA, 1992) . Following the already old 'global village' theory (McLUHAN, 1964) , there was a diffuse feeling that everything might be done from almost anywhere thanks to the integration into information networks enabled by ICTs. In reality, the development of new telecommunication technologies and the globalisation of the economy have deepened spatial disparities and the comparative advantages or disadvantages of spaces at different scales (this had already been Today, the discourse on national cohesion, which was in line with a context of Keynesian regulation and pro-active State spatial planning policies has lost ground in front of a dominant discourse on territorial competitivity, following a more neo-liberal political rationale of economic deregulation which incidentally tends to value the credit given to the supra-and infra-national levels (the 'State rescaling ', according to BRENNER, 2004) . This shift did not alter the political opportunity to promote polycentrism at EU scale: indeed, such spatial planning policies ensure that in spite of decreasing public aids, each city still has a chance to benefit from EU regional/urban policies as long as aggressive promotional urban policies are implemented. The 'winners' will be living proofs of the advantages that can be drawn from a dynamic urban strategy while losers will have to incriminate their own insufficient efforts. what could be defined as a 'polycentrism of support', which is defined as the possibility that different decision levels can support a project for the European space, in which they think they can find their place, both within the horizontal relations they have established throughout the European territory, and within vertical relations between the different levels of power, from local to national. Beyond scientific talks on the virtues of polycentricism, the underlying logic might have much less to do with morphological or functional polycentricity and much more with politics.
CONCLUSION
The present reflection does not intend to vainly oppose the virtues of monocentrism against the failures of polycentrism, or inversely. Urban systems are first of all products of a long history in which current dynamics are but one of already many superimposed layers.
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